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When I was young, I would go to the beach and stare out into the ocean 
and think about my life. I would envision what I wanted to do, where I 
wanted to go, and how I wanted to live. I had great dreams and grand 
visions. Generally, these dreams take hard work, money, and time to 
achieve. To me, my financial journey became symbolized by a voyage on 
the ocean. You have a starting point and an ultimate destination. You need 
a boat to reach your destination, and the size of the boat you need depends 
on how far you plan to travel. 

Everyone’s financial journey is unique, but if you’re like many people your 
journey begins with your first job. For the first time in your life you’re 
earning your own money. What is the first big thing you want to spend 
your money on? Let’s say that in this case, it’s a boat. Why? Well, once you 
have a boat you have some independence and you can go to more places 
and do more things.

What does your first boat look like? If you were like me, it was a rowboat. 
It was neither big nor fast, but it got me where I needed to go. Because I 
did not have to travel very far, the rowboat worked fine. 
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As I got older I realized that if the wind were blowing or the water was 
rough it took me longer to get where I wanted to go. Sometimes I was 
blown off course. If a storm came, my boat got water in it. What happens 
when water gets in your boat? You have to bail it out. What do you need to 
bail it out? A bucket.

In financial terms, your bucket is your rainy day fund or emergency fund. 
The more you have put away, the bigger your bucket is. So, one of my 
favorite questions is, how big is your bucket?

Water gets in the boat because of an unexpected storm. If I had known the 
storm was coming I would have rowed back to shore. Since I didn’t know, I 
now have water in my boat. In real life, the storm is an unexpected expense 
that you get hit with. You may have a small storm – you need new brakes 
on your car – or a monster storm, like when someone for whom you are 
responsible becomes disabled or dies unexpectedly. There are many other 
storms people will face during their financial journey. The storms vary in 
size, and the bigger the storm, the bigger the problem.

cash Flow

This brings us to the first and by far the most important cornerstone of 
your financial voyage, and that’s cash flow.

Very simply, money flows in through wages and investments.

Money flows out through obligations, bills, credit cards, and other 
expenses.
 
For those unexpected storms you have a rainy day fund – a bucket. How 
big is your bucket? If your cash flow is not working properly and your 
bucket is more like a paper cup, then it has to be fixed before we can 
continue our journey.

At this point, many people utilize me as a sounding board. They may say, 
“Here is what I’m thinking about doing and why… does that make sense?” 
One aspect of my role is to partner with you and help you determine 
how far you are capable of traveling on your financial voyage. To help 
you navigate the storms that you will experience along the way. If you go 
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too far out to sea and get hit by a storm you were not prepared for, what 
happens? Well, first you use your bucket to bail out the water. If the bucket 
is too small and the water is coming in to fast, you can’t bail it out and 
you’re in trouble. This is when you need to call for help.

Calling for help is painful because it hurts your pride, but now you don’t 
have a choice. If you don’t, your boat will sink. You’re hoping the rescue 
team (bank/family/friends) will come and tow you back to shore where 
you can fix and repair your boat. My objective is to help you build a boat 
that can handle the voyage you have told me you are planning to take. This 
illustrates the importance of my understanding of your situation. If you 
don’t share with me all the details then I can’t help you build the right boat. 
Does that make sense? The fact is that I really enjoy being the sounding 
board.

In real life, as you get older, begin your career, and have a family, your 
voyage takes you further and further out to sea. What happens to the 
waves and storms as you go further out to sea is that they get bigger. The 
waves get bigger as your responsibilities grow. The storms get bigger when 
you have more stuff because more can go wrong. The air conditioner 
breaks in the car, one of the kids needs braces, and the house needs a new 
roof.

risk ManageMent

This leads us to the second cornerstone of your financial voyage, risk 
management. Risk management in its most basic form allows us the means 
to replace things we cannot afford to live without. For example, what do 
you believe is your most valuable asset? If you think about it, the answer is 
an easy one… your ability to generate income. 

And how do you protect your ability to generate income? With insurance.

Here are a few facts that validate how important insurance can be.

Disability insurance – According to the Social Security Administration 
2010 facts, “Three in 10 workers entering the work force today will 
become disabled before retiring. Over 8.2 million workers are receiving 
Social Security disability benefits, almost half are under age 50.”
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Life insurance – According to LIMRA’s 2010 Life Insurance Ownership 
Study,   “Almost one-third of U.S. households (35 million) don’t have 
any life insurance at all. Half of U.S. households (58 million) admit they 
currently don’t have adequate life insurance.”

Long term care – According to U.S. Dept of Health and Human Services 
in a Sept 2009 report, “70% of people over age of 65 will require some 
type of long term care services. Average annual cost $75,000 People 
currently turning 65 will need LTC for 3 years on average.”

While we hate to think of these things, they happen every day. If the 
money is there to meet the financial needs associated with the situation, it 
certainly has a big impact on how people deal with the emotional aspects 
of these storms. In this situation, I am working with you to ensure that you 
know what you need to survive the storm financially. It is also important 
to review existing coverage because prices, benefits, and rules are always 
changing. You would be amazed how often you can save money and/or get 
better coverage by taking the time to do a review.

Most people tend to make decisions based on emotion and rationalize 
them to validate it in their minds. Let’s think about your first boat – the 
little rowboat. Generally it’s not brand new, so it will need to be repaired 
from time to time. When you are hit with storms like repairs you start 
thinking, “If I had a newer boat I would not have these problems.” The 
wheels begin to turn. You have always wanted to get a bigger and better 
boat because you can go faster, go to places further away, and you think 
you’ll be able to handle bigger waves. So now you’re thinking you really 
need a bigger newer boat, and the sooner the better.  The decision to get 
a new boat is really based on emotion, because you want something better 
but now you can validate your emotion with logic.

The stock market is another great example of that same situation. You 
have companies that have never turned a profit but their stock price triples 
in eighteen months. On the other end of the spectrum you have solid 
companies that dominate their market and have enough cash to sustain 
their operations for years, and the stock drops fifty percent. There is no 
logic to the stock market; the swings are based on emotion and perception. 
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That is why you cannot time the market or ensure you only invest in 
companies whose value only goes up. It is why your financial goals, risk 
tolerance, and time horizon are so critical in determining how to invest 
your money. The longer you will be invested the better you are able to 
withstand the impact of the swings we will always see in the market.

inVestMents

Which brings us to our third cornerstone of your financial voyage, and 
that’s investments. Investments are broken down into qualified (or tax 
deferred) and non-qualified investments. Some examples are:

Qualified: 401k, Roth IRA, IRA, SEP, 403B.

Non-qualified: Stocks, bonds, mutual funds, ETFs held in standard 
brokerage accounts as well as 529 plans for college funding. You may also 
own a business or residential/commercial real estate

This is also the time we must consider a few variables and how they will 
impact you financially. For example, what are the chances you will need to 
participate financially in your parents’ or in-laws’ lives as they get older? 
Given the downturn in the economy, should I consider converting my 
retirement account into a Roth, so I can potentially receive that income 
completely tax free? Is my risk tolerance the same today as it was when I 
began investing? If not, have I reevaluated how my money is invested? 

The most critical component of the investment cornerstone is the plan. 
By now you are well into your voyage where the waves can be huge and 
the storms terrifying. You probably recognize that the waves and storms 
represent expenses and unexpected events that happen in your life. 
However, the first question you need to answer is, where are you going and 
what course are you going to take to get there? Are you prepared for the 
storms that can slow you down, knock you off course or sink your boat? 

While most people have thought about these things, most have not created 
a plan to accomplish them nor do they have a system in place to validate 
that they are on track. When you consider how many times your plans will 
change during your life and all the variables that impact your plan; having 
a professional to help you along your voyage becomes imperative. 
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What I do for my clients is take all the facts that represent your life today 
and develop a plan that encompasses all of the dreams you envision when 
you lay your head down at night. We begin creating a nautical map.  The 
nautical map depicts a long and winding voyage that will take you across 
the seas of life. The storms will come, the course will change, but the 
destination will remain the same. 

To reach your destination you will have to build progressively better boats 
and ultimately you want to build an ark. The ark is the one boat that was 
able to survive the biggest storm the world has ever known. In the ark you 
are safe from any storm and it will allow you to reach your treasure, which 
is the life you set out to have.

Together, we finalize your nautical map and lay out the course. Once 
created, we look to see where you are in relation to where you want to go 
by utilizing various investment planning tools. Any plan has to be flexible 
because it will change. These tools allow us to understand the impact of 
changes to the plan and the storms that will arise during your voyage.

What makes this so effective is that at any point in time you can see the 
impact your significant financial decisions will have on your financial 
journey before you make them. How valuable is that? When it comes to the 
big storms that you just can’t avoid, it allows us to translate the impact they 
have on your voyage, so that we can make any needed adjustments. Having 
this insight is invaluable when determining the best route to take.

As you get older the plan gets more complex because it has to include more 
details and take into consideration more variables. You quickly appreciate 
having flexibility. The better you become at managing your money when 
you are younger, the more flexibility it creates as you grow older.

estate Planning

Which brings us to our fourth cornerstone of your financial voyage, estate 
planning and the creation of a legacy. By making the right choices along 
your voyage you will be in a position to create a legacy with the proper 
estate planning. 
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The toolbox used to deal with estate planning is very specialized because 
which tools are used is directly tied to what you want to have happen. 
Effective use of those tools determines how much of a legacy you leave 
behind.

At this stage, you may ask yourself what exactly you want to leave behind, 
and to whom.  You may wish to leave your children the ark you built and 
have it passed on to your grandchildren. There could be a charity or several 
charities that are important to you. You may have children whom you fear 
are unable to manage the assets you have accumulated, and you need to 
create ways to help them. If you have desires and plans to do these types 
of things there are multiple ways it can be done. The real question then 
becomes, what is the best way to accomplish it? 

Once you have decided who gets what, your primary objective becomes 
maximizing the amount they receive. It seems everyone gets in line with 
their hand out and at the head of the line are the federal government and 
the state government. As was the case with insurance polices, change is 
constant when it comes to taxes and laws. These changes may require that 
you modify your plans or provide a better way to accomplish your original 
goals. 

You first must have a plan, and then you need someone to consistently 
review those plans to ensure that the ongoing changes don’t negatively 
affect them while also uncovering any opportunities that changes may 
create for you. Does it sound like a lot of work? It should because there are 
a lot of variables involved and you need professionals to help you manage 
this process. I work with a team of professionals for this very reason. 

Up to this point, you were able to control the four cornerstones of your 
financial journey. You determined how you earned and spent your income. 
You made the decision on what insurance you bought and how much you 
bought. Your investment levels and strategies were developed for you based 
on your goals and you had veto power. The effectiveness of your decision 
making with the first four components and how well you followed your 
plan determine the legacy you will leave behind.
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taxes, rate oF return, inFlation, and Your tiMe horizon

While you have the ability to control the four primary cornerstones of your 
financial voyage, you do not have the ability to control the fifth and final 
element that encircles your entire nautical map. It has several components 
and any of them can have a significant effect on your financial journey. 
They are taxes, rate of return, inflation, and your time horizon. 

As history has proven, tax rates are in continual flux, but we know for a 
fact that the more you have, the more you are generally taxed. The rate 
of return you receive from investments is tied to the final components 
inflation, your risk tolerance and your time horizon.  If you fail to stay 
ahead of inflation with your investment returns you may jeopardize your 
ability to meet your financial needs long term. Choosing where to invest 
your hard earned money is determined to a great extent by your risk 
tolerance. 

Finally we come to your time horizon, which can be a blessing or a curse. 
The longer you can invest your money the better able you are to manage 
the down cycles and potentially achieve meaningful annual returns. The 
shorter your time frame the less flexibility you have in your investment 
choices and the less opportunity you have to utilize investment strategies 
that can significantly increase your assets.

As you can see, my view of investment planning is comprehensive and 
contains a multitude of moving parts that require consistent monitoring 
and flexibility to meet the changing needs of my clients. I have no idea 
where you are on your voyage, but I am confident that I can help make it 
better. My ultimate goal is to help you build your financial ark to weather 
the storms life will throw your way, so you can live the life you envision, 
even with all its changes. To do that requires a commitment to build a 
trusting relationship that should last a lifetime.
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Niles P. Geary, II, MBA, CRPC
Voyage Partners Financial Strategies, LLC

niles@voyagepartnersfinancial.com    

With a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration from Frostburg State 
University and an MBA from King College, Niles spent two decades 
garnering valuable experience at the executive level of both the financial 
and health insurance industries with a focus on risk management. He 
found through this experience that his passion and talents are in serving 
people by providing the personalized tools, resources, and professional 
guidance to assist them in realizing their most significant financial goals.

Niles feels blessed to be able to realize his dream of helping clients 
achieve their financial objectives, and encapsulates his insightful 
philosophical approach in “Your Financial Journey, how to weather 
life’s storms and live the life you envision”, that describes an 
individual’s financial journey, from his unique perspective.
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